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Purdue University

The objective of this study was to determine the extent to which

measures oT oral language complexity, as assessed through the oral

production of children entering grade one, predict success- in learning

to read as measured at the end of grades one.

94rhilehthe literature on beginhing reading suggests that iheie is

*a positive relationship, between a child's oral Language fluency and his

'subsequent, reading achievement, 'relatively few investigations provide

evidence to supporat such a relationship among first-grade"children.,

Thereappear to be two majorireasons for this lackof ev fence. First,

it has been considered self-evident that those children who possess

goad oral language' skill4 *ill also become good readers since talking

I This study was supported by:fundefrom the Purdue Research Foundation.

Presented at tie annual ?sleeting of the Nationll Readitig.Confererrce,
New 'Orleans, Decembe 2, 1977:
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and reading are both language acts.

,
r
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Secondly, the .colleciion. and analysis
I 0

. .

of-the oral language. of young children has-;- been extremely-tilie consuming. rt i.,.. ;

and complex. . A

. 4

.edicting success in reading at the first-grade level has beenlirn-
t.. . r

ited primarily to skills assessed through the us; of reading readiness

tests and a number of investigators. have studied the predictive validity
IS

4 .
.. of these tests. Most often studied have been '.iitory discrimination

4

s
(Dui:rell k Murphy, 1953; Dykstra, 1)66.; Hrckman & Flage , 1970;

.t. ....

Lingren, 1969; and McNinah, 1972) and visual disriminatio (13.arrett,

196,5; Evandako, 011i1a, Downing, & Brun 1973; Harring on & Durrell,

.14559 and Paradis, 1974) skills. In most cakes, the best preiNctor of
t , - ,
success i-n reading at the end of grade one, has been the student's know-

.

r ...
....s,

ledge of letter names at the beginning of grade one (Barrett, 1965; Diirrell

;IA Murphy, 19551 Johdson, '069; and Lowell, 1971)'.

In a study of the predictive value of oral language and fizst-grade
N I

...t

reailing achievement; Bougere.(19,69) found that the predictive value of
)

the Metropolitan Readinesawrest could be improved somewhat by the addi-
r

. .ir ...-.
tion Of measures of q,/a( vocabulary. In a similar study at the firstrade

es. i,

level, Hopkin(.(1976) examined the predictive value of ten oral language
- .

variables and found that the best predictor, average utterance length, only
. , . . .

accounted\or about tai percent of the variance in the criteridn measure,
. .

*reading achievement. In a folloW-up of 265 kindergarten, Fels.Onthal and

0 , 3

r

, ...
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C

Moe (1974) reported that the bestikrndergarten predictor of secbnd-grade

reading achievement was,the teachers' evaluation of stddents's.oral tan-
.

guage. And in one of the most' widely qu'Oted quoted studies of language

development, Lobate (1976) followed -up Ell kindergarten in a:thirteen-

year longitudinal study and concluded that "those superior in oral language

in kindergarten and grade one.before they lea'rnred to read and write Are

the very ones who excel in reading and writing by the time they are in the
.

-sixth grade " -(p. 71).

Methods

Language samples we #e obtained by_rAcording students', utterances

early in the first grade and Later transcribing and keypunching the amples

for computer,analysis. The orth langutge measures and a measure of

knowledge of letter names were uses) as predictor variables in regression

analyses where the criterion measures were end-of-grade-one reading scores.

Samples,

, group, cA 30 first-grade children was drawn from -each of three

soc\r:lconomic status (SES) schoots". The mean age of the students from
.1

all three SES groups at the beginning, of the school year, September 1, 1976,

was six years and seven..months. Complete data were obtained from 27

upper, 24 middle, arid 23,lower SE'S, level students for this invtatigation

4
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Oral language sartip,les were collected in semi - structured and

spontaneous situAtons during the approtimate period of mid4September(er
,._

through mid-November.- In the semi-structured situation, students were
$ 11 t .

individuatiy asked four quesilons to elicit utterances which were recorded.
.

4The spontaneou's samples were obtained by having a micro - cassette tape
N.recordet- attached to4,the child's clothing during a playground recess period.

? .4- e'Since knowledge of letter na.rnes has been the best single predictor
. .I .

of first-grade reading achievement in the past; the Recognition of Letters
..,

It I,

Test of the Clymer- Barrett Prereading Battery (1967) was alsp adminis-

tered to all students from whom oral language samples were obtain. d.
w ,

.
Ili' Students Were administered the Stanford Achievement Tests; Read-

.. , e
ing, Primary Battery, Level/ I (Madden et al./1973) in May of 1977. The

V

portions of the test used as Criteriori, measures were the comprehension
; .

,..subtext (Part B., -4Z items) and total reading (Tests 2 & 3, 7 iteTs)

.

_. .

scores")

Data Analysis
? t ,,

Latiguagl samples were.transcribed apd keypunched for'pmputer
. , /

r' 'analysis whiCh utilized. programs desCribed elsevThe?'e (Hopkins, 1976;

Moe, 1974), A separate analysis, which provided ten,oral language meas-

ures,
,

was done for 'each students samples, semi - structures and sponta-
. . .rieous. Tholee ten measures wert-the predictorvariablesslater used in,, ./

)

I
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the regression analyses'; they are variables 1 throtigh 10 lieteciib. Table I.

In moat cases the nature of t-he predicto'r variable is apparent by its

name in Table I. Several, howelier, need a more complete des.cription.
.

A token is any occurance..of any 0,ord and the number of tokens is the to-
. .

tal number of words used in a sample. The,n_9mber of different types i

the number of different words in a sample. A corrected type-token ratio

(Carroll, 1964) was used because of varying -samples sizes) The number
S

of uncommon words was obtained by operationally defining a word as being

uncommon if it did not occur among the first 500 words from,thetCarroll,

Davies, Richman (1971) list. Predictor variable'number 11 in Table I in-
.

dicates performance on the Recognition of Letters Teat:

Tabl4 I abbut here .

. . .
In addition to the desc4tive Analyses, a .one -way analysis-of, variance,..

.

(ANCNAL by SES group for each predictor and criterioAvariable Was made,

and regressio9 analyses were conducted with therea4ing achievement scores
N ' \ . . . \detd as the criterion measures (Nie, Bents & Hullt 1975). EP 7,

.
4"- % .

Results
4

t.444?

The results pr9entedthere include only those obtained through the

use of the sera-structured language-collection method '1 becau of spa-ce

,limitations, 2.) because the investigators believe that the semi - structured

samples proiiifled a bettel indicator ,of languagt competence, and 3) be-
.

.

,, c---
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.cause, as far as the regression analyses were concerned, the findings were. .

i . i
similar. Wher,e major-differences resulted ftam using the two types of

samples, they will be noted below.

Desctiptive yindings
.Table I shows that for all the oral language measures obtained in the

"

1
- term-structured situation, the means consistently descend in order from

upper to'middie to 'lower in the SES groups. The ANOVA by StS group

yielded significant differences (noted withasteriekl) among most of the

oral language variablett but not ^among the other variable" The signifi-
,

cant ANOVAs werobecauwe of differences between tt;te upper and lower

SES groups.
. I. I, ,

While the sidle kinds of trends (favoring the upper group, etc.)
#

, - ,

i were found with the spontaneous samples, no significant differences by SES

group were found for any of the variables. k

.. .
Prediction Findings

, C-.
. . .

a- Results of the regression analyses where knowledge of Letter names
. i-..../ was notinclud'ed as a predictor variable were generally low; with the best

'

four oral Language variable-s used in the regression equation the 'hIghest: (

R Square was .44 with the upper SES group and in most cases it was less

than.. SU-With eithei comprehension or total reading used as the criterion

measures:

The intlusion of- the letter names measure as a predictor variable.

increaseetthe R Square values and as Table II indicates it was the bearv.

or,

.. 'Nk r ''''
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. .

predictor for upper. and middle SES groups for both criterion measures.'A / - .The other variabliainclUded in e equation w:ere
1,

average utterance length,.
,. .. ,.) : .'

the number of words used once, and'the number of uncommon wqrda,.- Table.

.de -r
'fable II about here

r

II indicates the maximum R Square for the four variables combined and the

R Square for the best single predictor.

In a separate analysis where 'ES was iti.cluded as a predictor variable,

it was not found to be at significant predictor of the criterion measures.

With the spontaneous samples, the R Scitiare was hither in all cafes

'(ranging from .31 to .54) althdugh the best predictor variable continued to

be know1hdge of letter names.

Discussion

Despite the supposition that measures of oral language itluency should

be strong predictors of reading achievement among first-grade childret

the results of this study dlnot appeaK to present powerful support for such

a notion. There areyseveral:aspects of this inv-estigation, however, which
- '
should be 'considered carefully.

Restilis- of the oral language measures show a wide variance among

most,ofthe variables for all three SES groups. Results of the

,

reading
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chievement tests, however, do not rkfle t. a similar wie ance`for
. I

perhaps two reasons. The firpt deals wikthA)ie..fact_that,..ro.o.1

ren had been involved in formal,reading instruction for on1)1 eight months,

(whereas they had been actively using oral language for over 60 months) c

and the variance--or spreadin performance had had little chance to
feet

occur; to put it another way,c_the more capable students had not *yet had 6.

an opportunity to realt9- excopl.* Ostensibly, the range of achievement
*tx.

among these students *rill be greater by the end-of grade two and even

sr eat e r by tit end of grade three, Another reason why the magnitude of

the prediction was Snot greatei lies in the way reading achievemenrawas

detezmined, it can be speculated that had reading achievement bgen eas-t
eased individually,ally, through the use of some type of gradet passages per-

.

haps, that the measures :404,uld,have beet more valid; such measures

would probably provide a greater range of scores and, therefore., the

possibility of increasing the strength,,of the predictkns would exist.

Anbther aspect to consider deals with /he meaning of an R Square,

value. There is tendency to assume that if a regression equation yields
r-

an R Square of .44,, for example, that the predictors can account oror

predicti--44 percent of the variance of the cAterion treasure and that the

other 56 percent rritist be accounted for by something unrelated to or

other than the predictor variabts; this assumption isnincor ect, All

that can be said about the unexplained portion of the variance is that

t
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other factors provideor a better'prediction; in thiso study those other. . :
. ,

/ ,
. ,_ .

factors may well have seen more sensitive measures of,/ oral languageRer- 4"".____,......- . ..... _

,

formanc4'..*A third aspect of thisistudy to consider-carefully pertains to what
.

pis meeBured in a test-of letter names. The investigators reill0t the nottion

that thete is some single ability or construct that may be called "know-. .

ledge of letter namei," Rathei, it seems reasonable to believe that in

assessing knowledge of letter names, that a number of "abilities" such

as the visual discrimination of letters, the auditory discrimination of

phonemes, attendin"g to a verbal task, and following,dixectioas are also-

b'eing teSted and thei these "abilities" are also lattguage abilitiei. The

test Of knowledge of letter names useclin this_study is also a language

measure.

Additionally, a measure which would have adcted a potentil, ly

valuable dimensionto this invesfigation was the 'cleat:ire:10m teacher's

evaluation of individual jtudent's oral language fluency. Those who

c.:Cinduct similar studies are urged to consider a scale like the one used

by Loban (1976), for example.
,

,

Finally, both speaking and ring are acts which require thesuse
,

ylanguage. That there is a positive relationship between qyal language

fluency and reading achievement is elect that should be emphasized.

10-

I
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TABLE I

DESCRIPTIVE INFORMATION :FOR THESEMI -STRUCTURED SAMPLES
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'VARIABLE NAME
4.

N=27
.UPPER

N=24
MIDDLE

7 SD

N=23
LOWER

2 SD

,

r of Tokens** 1091 435 90 .,370 717 29p
.-

.

. (4 Utterances 108 44 102 36 -94 i - 38

3. -Average Utterance Length* 10.3 -,3.7 9.5 3.8 7.6 2.3

4. Average Word Length 3.813 ,.110 3.780 .135 3.765 .130

5. Number of Syllables**- 1331 ° 535 111 425 864 349.
..,.

6. 'Corrected Type Token Ratio 7.0 .8 6.8 .7 6.5 .8

If'. Number of Types**
r

326 94 292 82 246 76

8.' Words Used Once". 174 47 .060 40 136 40

9. Number Of Uncommon :Asio* 163 55 141
r

t. 50 115 43

10. Number of Prepositions* 22 5 20. --I4 -- 18 5
------,

11. Letter Names 33 : 2 32 5 31 6

12.- Age in. Months 79 5 78. 3 ao
r

.

13:7:F="Reading Comprehension .32 9 30 10 29 8

14. Total Reading 117 110 2f 107- 19

4

*significant difference At .05 level (3.13)
**significant difference at .01 level (4.92)

14
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TABLE II
. .

RESULTS OF THE STEPWISE REGRESSION
ANALYSES WITH LETTER NAMES AND THREE ORAL

Moe/Rush page, 14

LANGUAGETPREDICTOR VARIABLES FOR. THE SEMI-STRUCTURED SAMRJLES

SES Group Best Predictor

UPPER; (N=27)

Comprehension

Maximum R Square-= 'letters1(.0.7)
.

Total Readin&

,Maximum R Square = .13 . - letters-(.09)

MIDDLE (N=24) rL

Comprehension .

4
#

Maximum R SqUarl = .39
.1

letters (.27)
. /

...

Total Reading , A
'of

Maxima R Square = .44' , A letters (.36)

LOWER (N=23)

Comprehension

)makimum R Square.= .29

Total Reading
IF

Maximum lit Square =,.46.' average Utterance .

'lengt (.15),

id

4

average utterance .:

length- (%07)

.9

1

Oral language predictor
(

variables:. average utterance cength
words used once
number.of uncommon words

15


